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In 2006, the Kastom Gaden Association (KGA) recognised the 
need to diversify the Solomon Islands’ crop varieties in order to 
combat the strain that an increasing population was having 
upon people’s livelihoods. The 3-year Searem Niu Plant Long 
Gaden project sought to introduce African yam, cassava and 
sweet potato varieties from overseas and this established a 
process of crop diversification which improved the country’s 
self-sustainability. 
T he Solomon Islands have experienced considerable intensification of land use in recent decades, 
caused by population growth. From the beginning of 
the century, the population has increased by around 
2% each year. However, consequent reduced fallow 
periods and extended periods of crop growth resulted 
in a reduction in soil fertility, leading to a reduction in 
crop yields. This became a major problem in some 
locations, such as in north Malaita and in many of the 
smaller islands. There was considerable potential to 
improve food production, particularly if higher-
yielding, pest resistant varieties of local and foreign 
sourced crops were adopted. 
Farmers and families in rural areas have faced many 
difficulties in relation to food production, namely due 
to natural disasters, pests and diseases. Population 
growth has put a greater strain on the availability of 
land, harming some people’s ability to sustain 
themselves. However, subsistence food production 
sustained the population during the displacements  
and fighting associated with the ethnic tensions from 
1999-2003, and farming makes a vital contribution  
to the welfare of the nation – especially for those 
dwelling in rural areas.
The Kastom Gaden Association, KGA, is the largest 
farmer organisation in the Solomon Islands, with 
more than 5,000 members. KGA recognised that the 
majority of rural dwellers were entirely dependent on 
subsistence agriculture for their livelihoods. Therefore, 
diverse farming systems, which provide resilience in 
times of disaster, were prioritised by KGA for food  
and livelihood security reasons. The availability of 
traditional food gardens was being undermined by 
population growth and the erosion of traditional 
knowledge over time, so a strategy that revolved 
around the use of appropriate technology and 
traditional knowledge was seen by KGA and the 
government as important for sustainable livelihood 
improvement. 
The Solomon Islands agriculture smallholder study, 
prepared in 2006 by the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID), found that 
rapidly increasing populations had led to the 
intensification of land use, with extended cropping 
periods, a reduction in bush fallows and reduced yields 
of food crops. The 3-year Searem Niu project was 
implemented in 2006 by KGA with support from 
AusAID. The project aimed to collect, share and 
introduce three crop varieties from overseas, namely; 
African yam, cassava and sweet potato, providing new 
varieties of crops to farmers in all nine provinces of the 
Solomon Islands. The implementation of new varieties 
of cassava, sweet potato and yam was thought to have 
the potential to improve the situation.
KGA also provided training in various basic farming 
methods and livelihood improvement initiatives, such 
Cover A diversity fair to 
evaluate the crops
30 EXPERIENCE CAPITALIZATION Resilience and productivity in the Pacific
as nutrition awareness and disease management, and 
finance. This was conducted in order to improve food 
and nutrition security for those on smaller incomes. 
Farmers gained knowledge on how to better protect 
their crops from pests to improve production and 
nutritional outcomes.
In order to improve the availability of the new crop 
varieties to farmers, the Searem Niu project supported 
germplasm centres (rural training centres based across 
the Solomon Islands) to establish gene banks of local 
sweet potato and yam varieties, as well as foreign 
varieties from the Regional Germplasm Centre of the 
Secretariat for the Pacific Community (SPC). At 
diversity fairs, organised by the germplasm centres, 
the most resilient varieties of sweet potato and yam 
(from either local varieties or foreign varieties) were 
chosen and distributed to the attending farmers for 
evaluation. Diversity fairs were held in Kilokaka in 
2007 and in Kukudu and Manivovo in 2008. The 
selected crop varieties were resilient in the sense that 
they could grow in poor soil conditions and were more 
resistant to diseases than other local crops. They also 
proved popular among farmers because of their 
superior taste.
Collection of superior crop varieties
KGA feels that the most efficient way to increase the 
production of cassava, sweet potato and yam is 
through the adoption of superior varieties of these 
crops, either imported or locally selected. Banana, 
cassava, maize, sweet potato, taro and yam varieties 
from Papua New Guinea were selected after many 
years of research by the Solomon Islands Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock, to be introduced in the 
Solomon Islands. The planting of these crop varieties 
was a great way for villagers to evaluate their local 
agronomic and culinary performance and to  
increase the production of crops which, through 
research, have been proven to be high yielding and 
resilient to diseases.
Through the regional germplasm centres, there was 
considerable potential to introduce new varieties of 
sweet potato and yam, widening the options available 
to farmers. In the Searem Niu project, African yams 
were chosen because they were already spreading 
rapidly in the Solomon Islands through informal 
farmer introductions. The African yam has significant 
advantages over indigenous yams because it is resistant 
to anthracnose (a serious disease that afflicts the yam), 
they can be grown in less fertile soils than the local 
variety and they can be cultivated all year – unlike the 
indigenous yams which are a seasonal crop.
Sharing of superior crop varieties
Through the Searem Niu project, farmers received 
superior varieties of sweet potato and yam to support 
and enhance their production capacities. Reports from 
farmers at the central market in Honiara suggested 
that the initiative increased the volume, value and 
quality of locally produced sweet potato and yam on 
the market.
The availability of improved sweet potato and yam 
varieties impacted positively upon rural livelihoods in 
the Solomon Islands. The initiative increased both the 
production and the efficiency of labour. With superior 
varieties which can grow in a wide range of soil types, 
farmers do not need to go far to make gardens but can 
instead harvest crops nearer to their homes. Not only 
that, they also harvest good yields and high-quality 
crops. The most important outcome was the 
enhancement of food security in areas where land has 
been over-farmed and yields of subsistence crops were 
declining as a consequence of decreasing soil fertility. 
Multiplying and maintaining 
superior crop varieties
Under the Searem Niu project, around 20 gene bank 
centres, where the sweet potato and yam were grown 
and later distributed, were established by KGA in the 
Solomon Islands during the project period. Some have 
been successfully maintained by the local 
communities, meaning crops and seeds are still 
regularly accessible to the community members. 
With improved knowledge about farming systems, 
farmers have gained the confidence to conduct 
informal workshops for other farmers in their local 
areas, on topics such as the rapid multiplication of 
seeds, plant propagation and the maintenance of 
superior food crop varieties. The project also 
encouraged farmers to conserve their local landrace of 
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crops and held diversity fairs, where farmers evaluated 
the crops and distributed them to one another. Public 
diversity fairs were held in each community that KGA 
worked with from 2006-2009. Those local varieties 
that were chosen by the farmers as superior during the 
diversity fairs were sent to KGA where they were 
further bulked, multiplied and distributed to even 
more communities, rural training centres and farmer 
organisations. 
Germplasm centres were established by KGA from 
2006-2008 to bulk, multiply and evaluate sweet potato 
and yam crops and to distribute them through the 
local PMN members for communities to grow in their 
gardens. Most germplasm centres have formed 
steering committees, comprised of local farmers, 
which oversee the budget and day-to-day organisation 
of the centres. In 2008, more than 20 germplasm 
centres signed memorandums of understanding with 
KGA and carried out awareness-raising activities in 
nearby villages about the Searem Niu project and the 
idea of eating local varieties of sweet potato and the 
benefits of these crops. 
Distribution of superior crop 
varieties through PMN
KGA has helped to strengthen cohesiveness in a 
number of communities in the Solomon Islands by 
forming various community-based organisations, 
which eventually became KGA’s rural partners. These 
rural partners played a vital role in delivering KGA’s 
services and programmes in the rural communities. 
The organisations helped KGA to collect, multiply 
and distribute the best sweet potato and yam varieties 
to the farmers that needed them. They even helped to 
collect, multiply and distribute planting materials to 
sweet potato and yam as well as other crop varieties, 
such as taro, local leafy vegetables and local fruits. 
Farmers are now more aware of the value of 
preserving local crop varieties and their significance in 
food security, due to the positive impact these crops 
have had on their livelihoods. 
The impact of the programme can be seen in the 
increase in the number of Solomon Islands Planting 
Material Network members (PMN members). There 
are now 5,000 members of this network, which was 
established by KGA to give people in remote areas 
more access to superior varieties of sweet potato and 
yam and greater access to technical information about 
how to grow food closer to their homes.
KGA has also extended its reach through the inclusion 
of the Ministry of Health and Medical Services in the 
promotion of nutrition gardens near hospitals and 
clinics. KGA established gardens at the Atoifi hospital, 
the Kirakira hospital, the Malaita province hospital, 
Malu’u clinic and the Sasamuga hospital. Varieties of 
sweet potato now grow in these locations for use by the 
hospitals. 
Farmer evaluation and the 
dissemination of superior planting 
materials 
KGA’s network of rural training centres across the 
Solomon Islands were used for collections of local 
superior varieties of sweet potato and yam. Planting 
materials from these root crops were then 
disseminated into the communities. The foreign 
varieties of sweet potato and yam and superior local 
varieties were then planted in group-run farms or 
germplasm centres. The germplasm centres grew the 
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Unfortunately, only three varieties were able to be 
virus indexed before the project ended in 2008. These 
three indexed varieties were multiplied and shared 
with farmers to grow on their farms. At the same time, 
copies of the three sweet potato varieties are now kept 
at the tissue culture lab at SPC, where they are 
protected against pests and diseases. 
The emphasis on growing and maintaining local 
varieties of crops greatly increased the self-sustainability 
of the farmers and PMN members. Collectively, the 
experience stimulated the informal economy and 
provided long-term benefits to rural people. The 
accessibility of superior varieties of sweet potato and 
yam diversified the rural cash crop industry, which 
strengthened economic sustainability and resilience, 
whilst also contributing to more sustainable land use 
practices. The continued sharing of superior crop 
varieties ensures that the Solomon Islands and its 
farmers have access to high-potential crops.
PMN members and rural farmers within their 
catchment areas. 
Through this initiative, KGA received 20 sweet potato 
varieties from SPC in 2008, they were grown in 
germplasm centres and later shared with farmers to 
grow in their own gardens. The majority of 
germplasm centres established collections of superior 
varieties of sweet potato and yam. The collections 
came from communities, PMN members, KGA and 
other farmer’s organisations. They have held more 
than 10 diversity fairs and sent 20 local varieties of 
sweet potato and yam to KGA for bulking and 
sharing. However, the project did fall behind schedule 
and therefore the plan for the Searem Niu plan was not 
fully carried out; some collections from communities 
across the Solomon Islands were not completed and 
some germplasm centres are still yet to hold diversity 
fairs of their own (as was initially intended). Although 
the Searem Niu project ended, PMN members still 
continue to exchange the planting materials chosen by 
the project with local farmers. 
Conclusions
Through the Searem Niu project, 20 superior sweet 
potato varieties were selected and sent overseas for 
virus indexing – a process whereby all traces of viruses 
are removed from a crop’s tissue cultures. 
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